











This	 paper	 aims	 to	 provide	 a	 summary	 of	 some	 of	 the	 key	 issues	 outlined	 in	 my	 recent	
publication	Realist	Criminology	(2014a).	It	discusses,	in	particular,	the	perceived	deficiencies	
of	 both	mainstream	 and	 critical	 criminology	 in	 relation	 to	 their	 explanations	 of	 the	 crime	
drop.	 It	 argues	 that	 the	 failure	 of	 criminologists	 to	 provide	 a	 convincing	 and	 plausible	
explanation	 of	 the	 recent	 decrease	 in	 recorded	 crime	 in	 Britain,	 North	 America	 and	 other	
countries	has	resulted	 in	a	new	aetiological	crisis.	 It	 is	suggested	that	 the	 failure	to	explain	
what	is	arguably	the	most	significant	development	in	relation	to	crime	in	living	memory	is	no	
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published	a	number	of	 articles	outlining	some	of	 the	key	 features	of	what	was	known	as	Left	














response	 to	 the	 liberal‐conservative	 consensus	 in	 criminology.	 In	 doing	 so	 it	 aimed	 to	 link	
theory	and	practice	in	order	to	provide	the	basis	for	the	development	of	a	Left	social	democratic	
response.	 However,	 on	 reflection	 it	 did	 not	 pay	 enough	 attention	 to	 questions	 of	 theory,	
epistemology	 and	 methodology.	 Although	 critical	 of	 positivism	 and	 a‐theoretical	 forms	 of	
administrative	criminology	on	one	hand,	and	 the	conservative	 ‘broken	windows’	approach	on	




the	works	of	Roy	Bhaskar	 (1975),	Margaret	Archer	 (1995),	Andrew	Sayer	 (2000)	and	others,	
which	has	provided	 a	more	 sophisticated	 approach	 to	 social	 scientific	 investigations.	Andrew	
Sayer’s	 work	 in	 particular,	 drawing	 on	 Marxist	 methods,	 has	 provided	 a	 much‐needed	
contribution	 to	 both	 the	 development	 of	 social	 theory	 and	 method	 (Sayer	 2010).	 Thus,	 the	




A	 fourth	 objective	 of	 the	 book	was	 to	 examine	 and	 interrogate	 the	 richness	 and	 subtleties	 of	
cultural	 criminology.	 Cultural	 criminology	 has	 provided	 a	 much	 needed	 impetus	 to	 the	
development	 of	 critical	 criminology.	 However,	 it	 has	 been	 accused	 of	 having	 idealist	
associations,	 a	 lack	 of	 appreciation	 of	 victimisation	 and	 little	 interest	 in	 policy	 developments	



























explanations	 that	 criminologists	 provided	 for	what	 appeared	 to	 be	 the	 inexorable	 increase	 in	
crime.	Now	that	crime	has	decreased	dramatically	we	have	arguably	a	new	aetiological	crisis	as	
criminologists	 from	 various	 persuasions	 have	 been	 unable,	 to	 date,	 to	 develop	 a	 convincing	
explanation	 of	 this	 dramatic	 change.	 This	 paper	 aims	 to	 provide	 an	 overview	 of	 the	ways	 in	
which	different	criminologists	have	 tried	 in	recent	years	 to	address	 the	question	of	 the	crime	




In	 his	 influential	 depiction	 of	 the	 ‘aetiological	 crisis,’	 Jock	 Young	 (1997)	 pointed	 out	 that,	 on	









none	 of	 the	major	 theories	were	 found	 to	 be	 able	 to	 provide	 a	 comprehensive	 or	 consistent	
explanation.	 What	 concerned	 Young	 most	 was	 that	 this	 lack	 of	 explanatory	 power	 was	 not	
restricted	 to	 the	 conventional	 forms	 of	 liberal	 and	 conservative	 criminology	 but	 was	 also	
evident	 amongst	 critical	 and	 radical	 criminologists.	 It	 was	 Young’s	 central	 task	 to	 develop	 a	
viable	critical	criminology	that	could	address	the	major	issues	of	the	day	and	provide	a	credible	
alternative	to	mainstream	criminology	(see	Young	2013).	If	critical	criminology	was	to	compete	
successfully	 with	 conventional	 criminology,	 the	 implication	 is	 that	 it	 needed	 to	 provide	 a	
credible	 explanation	 for	 the	 apparently	 relentless	 increase	 in	 crime.	 Although	 such	 an	
explanation	never	fully	materialised,	 it	was	clear	that	the	dominant	criminological	approaches	
including	positivism,	subcultural	theory,	strain	theory,	control	theory,	and	labelling	theory	were	





However,	 since	 the	 early	1990s	 in	Britain,	 the	US	 and	 a	number	 of	 other	 countries,	 recorded	
crime	 has	 decreased	 significantly	 year	 on	 year.	 This	 systematic	 decrease	 was	 not	 only	
unpredicted	but	for	a	number	of	years	it	remained	unacknowledged	amongst	the	criminological	
community.	 In	 fact,	 there	was	 no	 serious	 commentary	 on	 this	major	 development	 until	 2000	










‘was	 a	 contributing	 factor’	 to	 the	 crime	 drop	 and	 then	 goes	 on	 to	 say	 that	 most	 of	 the	
responsibility	 for	 this	 decrease	 rests	with	 improvements	 in	 the	 economy,	 changes	 in	 the	 age	
structure,	and	other	unexamined	social	factors.		
	
Focussing	 on	 the	 role	 of	 policing	 in	 relation	 to	 violent	 crime,	 John	 Eck	 and	 Edward	Maguire	
(2000)	provide	a	similar	set	of	equivocal	conclusions.	While	the	authors	credit	the	police	with	
having	 some	 impact	 on	 violent	 crime,	 the	 degree	 of	 impact	 is	 unspecified.	 They	 did	 add,	






that	 the	 authors	 and	 editors	 of	 the	 book	 also	 seem	 impervious	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 similar	
developments	have	been	taking	place	in	the	UK	and	other	countries	which	have	not	experienced	
mass	 incarceration,	 US‐style	 policing	 practices,	 or	 the	 problems	 associated	 with	 gun	 use.	 An	
international	 perspective	 on	 the	 crime	 drop	 may	 have	 injected	 some	 refinement	 into	 the	
analysis.		
	
In	 the	 same	 year	 Andrew	 Karman	 (2000)	 produced	 a	 more	 thoughtful	 and	 well	 researched	
account	of	 the	crime	drop	 in	New	York.	The	book	set	out	 to	 review	the	role	of	 imprisonment,	
drug	 control,	 changing	 demographics	 and	 policing	 on	 the	 homicide	 rate	 in	 New	 York.	 He	
questioned	the	claims	that	zero	tolerance	policing,	and	other	changes	that	took	place	in	the	era	
of	 the	 former	Mayor	Giuliani	were	responsible	 for	 the	decrease	 in	homicide	 in	particular,	and	
the	crime	drop	in	general.	Karman	pointed	out	that	crime	dropped	in	a	number	of	other	North	
American	 cities	 that	 had	 adopted	 very	 different	 policing	 strategies.	 Despite	 providing	 a	










this	 change.	However,	 it	 is	not	 the	 case	 that	 all	 the	possible	 causes	were	moving	 in	 the	 same	
direction	in	all	the	countries	experiencing	a	decrease	in	recorded	crime.	Furthermore,	in	North	








the	 dependent	 variable’	 (Conklin	 2003:	 192)	 The	 real	 problem,	 however,	 is	 to	 know	a	priori	
what	 counts	 as	 an	 ‘independent	 variable’	 and	 the	 possibility	 that	 the	 relevant	 independent	
variables	 are	 not	 included	 in	 this	 analysis.	 Although	 there	 is	 a	 widespread	 assumption	 that	





Regularities	are	not	sufficient	conditions	 for	 the	 identifications	of	 causes.	 In	 fact,	 they	are	not	
even	necessary	 conditions	 (Sayer	2010).	The	perennial	problem	 is	distinguishing	 causal	 from	
contingent	 relations.	 Unsurprisingly,	 after	 listing	 a	 number	 of	 variables	 that	 might	 have	
contributed	to	the	decrease	in	recorded	crime,	Conklin	(2003:	201)	writes:	‘My	hope	is	that	this	
book	contributes	to	an	understanding	of	why	crime	rates	declined	in	the	1990s	and	that	it	will	
generate	 thoughtful	 discussion	 of	 why	 crime	 rates	 fell	 and	 how	 they	 can	 be	 kept	 down	 or	
further	 reduced.’	 Unfortunately	 the	 book	 adds	 little	 to	 our	 understanding	 of	 this	 issue	 and	 is	
unlikely	to	stimulate	much	constructive	discussion	about	how	to	reduce	crime	further.		
	
As	 a	 result	 of	 the	 limited	 explanatory	 value	 of	 most	 of	 the	 main	 ‘factors’	 which	 have	 been	
presented	in	these	publications,	other	authors	have	developed	more	imaginative	explanations	of	
the	crime	drop	such	as	the	legalisation	of	abortion,	which	Steven	Levitt	(2004)	argues	reduced	
the	 ‘at	 risk’	 population	 of	 potential	 criminals.	 Franklin	 Zimring	 (2007)	 has	 taken	 issue	 with	
Levitt’s	thesis.	Zimring	argues	that	the	legalisation	of	abortion	thesis	is	limited	by	the	lack	of	fit	








example	 of	multiple	 causation,	with	 some	 of	 the	many	 conflicting	 causes	 playing	 a	 dominant	
role’	 (Zimring	 2007:	 195).	 However,	 he	 notes	 that	 crime	 declined	 in	 Canada	 over	 the	 same	
period	 as	 in	 the	 US	 although	 economic,	 social	 and	 criminal	 justice	 developments	 were	 very	
different	 in	 Canada	 during	 this	 period.	 Although	 this	 looks	 like	 an	 argument	 against	













Great	 Depression	 –	 because	 of	 a	 big	 improvement	 in	 the	 culture.	 The	 culture	




Although	 Wilson	 notes	 that	 measuring	 and	 examining	 ‘culture’	 raises	 methodological	
difficulties,	he	 is	no	doubt	correct	 that	explanations	based	on	broad	socio‐cultural	 terms	offer	
the	possibility	of	developing	a	more	plausible	and	credible	explanation	of	the	crime	drop	than	
many	 of	 those	 accounts	 that	 have	 been	 offered	 to	 date.	 Again,	 taking	 a	 broader	 cultural	
perspective,	Robert	 Sampson	 (2008)	has	examined	 the	 relation	between	 immigration	and	 the	
crime	drop.	He	has	argued	 in	 line	with	other	researchers	 that	 first	generation	 immigrants	are	
held	to	be	generally	hard	working	and	law	abiding	and	that	the	recent	influx	of	 immigrants	in	






presents	a	more	mixed	picture,	but	 there	 is	 some	 indication	 that	 the	 involvement	 in	 crime	by	
some	immigrant	groups	is	relatively	low	(Bell	and	Machin	2011).		
	










crime.	 Second,	 the	 security	 hypothesis	 does	 not	 go	 very	 far	 in	 explaining	 the	 simultaneous	
decrease	in	violent	crime.	Therefore,	as	an	attempt	to	provide	a	comprehensive	explanation	of	




acquisitive	 crime,	 the	 case	 that	 better	 security	 caused	 the	 drop	 rests	 on	 the	
largely	 untested	 assumption	 that	 car	 immobilisers	 also	 prevented	 or	 deterred	
thieves	 from	committing	other	 types	of	 theft.	Data	suggests	 that	 the	opposite	 is	












criteria	 is	 the	security	hypothesis.	Nonetheless,	as	suggested	above,	 the	security	hypothesis	 is	
not	only	weak	in	relation	to	timing	of	changes	but	also	fails	to	explain	that,	given	the	variation	in	







In	 my	 own	 research	 on	 armed	 robbery,	 for	 example,	 I	 found	 that	 there	 was	 a	 significant	
decrease	in	commercial	robbery	in	the	UK	in	the	1990s	(Matthews	2001).	However,	this	was	not	
associated	with	 the	 introduction	 of	 any	 new	 security	measures	 in	 this	 period.	 In	 fact,	 it	 was	
during	 the	 1980s	 that	 a	 range	 of	 measures	 including	 cameras,	 alarms	 and	 screens	 were	
introduced	in	the	UK.	These	made	little	impact	on	the	number	of	commercial	robberies	during	
this	period.	The	decrease	in	commercial	robberies	in	the	1990s	was	a	function	of	a	cultural	shift	
involving	 the	 demise	 of	 old	 style	 professional	 robbers	 by	 more	 amateur	 and	 spontaneous	
offenders	and	this	also	involved	a	shift	towards	more	accessible	options.		
	







‘street	 crime’	 and	 ‘normal’	 crime	 are	 being	 replaced	 by	 cybercrime.	 In	 relation	 to	 the	
manipulation	of	the	crime	figures,	there	is	clear	evidence	that	the	police	have	changed	recording	
practices	 in	recent	years	and	have	admitted	 ‘massaging’	 the	crime	 figures.	 In	December	2014,	
the	 gold	 standard	 ‘national	 statistics’	 status	 was	 withdrawn	 from	 the	 police	 in	 England	 and	




place,	 at	 least	 amongst	 certain	 crime	 types.	 The	 international	 nature	 of	 the	 crime	 drop	 also	
suggests	 that,	 despite	 dubious	 police	 recording	 practices	 in	 the	 UK,	 crime	 is	 decreasing	 in	
different	countries	where	recording	practices	have	remained	relatively	stable.	 In	addition,	 the	





in	 this	way.	Cybercrime	would	 in	all	probability	 increase	 in	 the	current	period	 irrespective	of	





In	 her	 classic	 but	 often	 overlooked	 text	Women,	 Crime	 and	 Society	 (1982),	 Eileen	 Leonard	
argued	convincingly	that	traditional	criminological	theory	is	incapable	of	explaining	the	nature	
or	 patterns	 of	 female	 crime.	 A	 similar	 critique	 arises	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 attempts	 by	 different	
criminologists	–	drawing	on	these	traditional	theories	–	to	explain	the	crime	drop.		
	
Standard	 liberal	 theories	 that	 attempt	 to	 explain	 the	 crime	 drop	 in	 terms	 of	 poverty,	
deprivation,	unemployment	or	economic	fluctuations	have	proved	to	be	inadequate.	One	of	the	
significant	features	of	the	crime	drop	is	that	it	appears	to	transcend	economic	changes	including	
changes	 in	 the	 level	 of	 unemployment.	 Standard	 versions	 of	 strain	 theory	 appear	 less	 than	




that	 present	 individualistic	 accounts,	 or	 claims	 that	 criminality	 is	 a	 product	 of	 innate	
propensities	or	personal	attributes,	are	difficult	to	take	seriously.	Similarly,	notions	of	anomie,	
although	having	 the	benefit	of	considering	wider	social	and	cultural	 influences,	 fail	 to	capture	
the	nature	of	 shifting	moral	values	 in	 late	modernity.	As	Zygmunt	Bauman	 (1991)	and	others	
have	pointed	out,	 the	era	of	 ‘liquid	modernity’	 involves	new	forms	of	 inclusion	and	exclusion.	
Increasing	social	divisions	occur	alongside	the	search	for	community	and	identity.	It	is	a	world	
of	moral	ambivalence	characterised	by	greater	 tolerance	on	one	hand	and	 indifference	on	 the	
other.	This	is	a	world,	according	to	Jock	Young	(2003),	of	changing	agency	and	structure	and,	as	
he	 suggests,	 the	 art	 of	 criminological	 analysis	 is	 to	 capture	 these	 two	 dimensions	
simultaneously.		
	
Labelling	 theory,	 realists	 have	 argued,	 has	 always	 suffered	 from	 the	 deficiency	 of	 being	 one‐
sided	by	focussing	almost	exclusively	on	the	social	reaction	to	deviance	(Young	1992).	Realists	
instead	have	presented	 the	 ‘square	of	 crime,’	pointing	out	 that	 crime	 is	not	only	an	act	and	a	
reaction	but	also	has	a	number	of	 formal	and	 informal	dimensions	 that	combine	to	create	 the	
phenomenon	of	‘crime’	(see	Lea	1992).	However,	apart	from	this	limitation,	labelling	theory	has	





application.	 Even	 in	 periods	 in	 which	 attempts	 have	 been	 made	 to	 ‘define	 deviance	 down’	
(Moynihan	 1993)	 through	 forms	 of	 diversion,	 the	 use	 of	 cautions	 and	 lesser	 penalties,	 these	





in	a	period	of	globalisation	should,	according	 to	 this	perspective,	 result	 in	an	 increased	crime	
rate	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the	 breakdown	 of	 both	 formal	 and	 informal	 controls.	 The	 demise	 of	 the	




limited,	 if	 not	 distorted,	 form	 of	 explanation.	 Conceptions	 of	 the	 offender	 as	 a	 rational	 actor	
weighing	 the	 cost	 benefit	 of	 criminal	 involvement,	 has	 always	 been	 an	 exaggeration.	 Cultural	
criminologists	 have	 emphasised	 the	 emotional	 and	 risk‐taking	 nature	 of	 much	 criminal	
involvement	 and	 rejected	 forms	 of	 explanation	 based	 on	 notions	 of	 instrumental	 rationality	
(Hayward	2007).	Routine	activities	theory	suffers	similar	limitations.	It	is	not	so	much	a	theory	




opportunity‐based	 theories	 do	 not	 account	 for	 the	 planning	 of	 crimes	 or	 the	 differential	
















The	major	 conceptual	 limitation	 stems	 from	 the	narrow	conception	of	possible	determinants.	
Both	 conservatives	 and	 liberals	 are	 reluctant	 to	 engage	 in	 an	 analysis	 of	 the	 wider	 socio‐
economic	and	cultural	processes	that	almost	certainly	underpin	the	crime	drop.	Conservatives	
are	reluctant	to	engage	in	an	analysis	of	 ‘deep	structures’	and	are	more	comfortable	focussing	
on	 the	 immediate	 and	 directly	 observable	 phenomenon.	 Liberals,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 tend	 to	
view	socio‐economic	analysis	as	 a	 form	of	economic	 reductionism	and	prefer	 to	operate	with	
some	form	of	political	reductionism.		
	
A	 critical	 realist	 explanation	 of	 this	 international	 development	 would	 begin	 from	 an	
examination	 of	 the	 shift	 from	 Fordism	 to	 Post‐Fordism	 and	 in	 particular	 the	 decline	 of	
industrialisation	and	the	growth	of	a	service	economy	accompanied	by	increased	national	and	
international	 mobility.	 This	 involves	 patterns	 of	 mass	 immigration	 and	 associated	 cultural	
shifts.	These	developments	 I	would	suggest	have	occurred	alongside	major	changes	 in	gender	





economy	 and	 cappuccino	 society,	 it	 is	 no	 longer	 desirable	 for	 men	 to	 be	 physically	 tough.	
Instead	 the	modern	man	 is	 cool,	 flexible	 and	 smart.	 In	 addition	we	 are	witnessing	 significant	
changes	in	the	nature	of	social	control	and	modes	of	governance.	
	
It	 is	 from	 this	 conceptual	 vantage	point	 that	we	might	 reasonably	 begin	 to	 explain	 the	 crime	
drop	and	move	beyond	narrow	mono‐causal	accounts	and	multi‐factor	approaches.	It	is	only	by	
providing	 more	 comprehensive	 forms	 of	 causal	 analysis	 that	 can	 identify	 the	 mechanisms	
involved	 that	 we	 are	 able	 to	 move	 beyond	 ‘So	 What?’	 criminology	 and	 develop	 a	 form	 of	
explanation	that	is	both	critical	and	useful.		
	
Towards	 the	 end	 of	 the	 book	 (Matthews	 2014a)	 I	 discuss	 the	 decreasing	 social	 and	 political	
significance	of	crime	in	western	societies	and	raise	the	question	of	whether	we	are	becoming	a	
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